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The need for improved monitoring and evaluation systems for protected areas is increasingly recognised. One important 
component of this need relates to visitor use of protected areas, such as numbers of visitors, adequacy of visitor facilities, 
impacts of visitors on natural heritage, social impacts on neighbouring communities, economic benefits and costs, visitor safety 
and visitor satisfaction. This paper reviews current practices, needs, barriers and opportunities for Australian protected area 
agencies with respect to monitoring, evaluating and reporting on visitor use and makes recommendations for future approaches 
to enhance effectiveness. The study used documentation review and semi-structured interviews to describe current practices 
and elicit opinions from agency staff. 
The review found that most Australian protected area agencies are currently in the process of developing more systematic 
and comprehensive approaches to monitoring and evaluation, including with respect to visitor use. Data obtained from visitor 
monitoring were generally seen by interviewees as providing useful information. While monitoring efforts are substantially 
constrained by available resources, there appear to be opportunities for more effective practices through further development 
of suitable cost effective indicators and monitoring protocols, increased adoption of appropriate best practice approaches to 
evaluation, greater coordination within agencies, and, in some cases, common methods across agencies. 
Introduction
The need for improved monitoring and evaluation systems for protected areas, as an important part of improving management 
effectiveness, is recognised internationally (Hockings et al. 2006, Worboys 2007) and in Australia (ANZECC 1997, CNPPAM 
2002). This has been accompanied by increased pressure on Australian government agencies to demonstrate transparency and 
accountability (Caulley 1992, Moore et al. 2003, CNPPAM 2002). 
One important component of this need for improved evaluation relates to visitor use of protected areas. Developing appropriate 
indicators relating to sustainable management of visitor use of protected areas has been identified as a priority, particularly in 
the face of increasing visitor numbers in recent decades (Moore and Wardell 2004, Tonge et al. 2005). Features of interest with 
regard to visitors include the characteristics of the visitors themselves (numbers, profiles), visitor responses to park experiences 
(satisfaction, attitudes, safety), standards of operation of tours within parks, adequacy of planning associated with visitor 
use, adequacy of visitor facilities (e.g. campsites) and services (e.g. interpretation), impacts of visitors on natural and cultural 
heritage, impacts of visitation on neighbouring communities (social and economic) and values and threats associated with 
visitor use. 
This paper reviews current practices, needs, barriers and opportunities for Australian protected area agencies with respect to 
monitoring, evaluating and reporting on visitor use, and based on this review, makes recommendations for future approaches to 
enhance effectiveness. This work comprises part of a larger integrated study that aims to develop a framework, indicators and 
protocols for monitoring and evaluation in relation to visitor use of Australian protected areas. 
Methods
This study used documentation review and semi-structured interviews. State, territory (except the ACT) and Commonwealth 
government protected area agencies were asked to provide the latest versions of all reporting documents that include visitor 
use issues, across their whole jurisdiction or at least in relation to a wide range of parks (e.g. State of the Parks reports, annual 
reports). They were also asked for park plans of management, including best practice examples in relation to addressing visitor 
monitoring. Information on monitoring and evaluating visitor use issues from these documents was categorised and recorded in 
Excel spreadsheets.
Semi-structured telephone interviews were conducted with nominated head office agency staff to obtain further information 
on agency approaches to evaluating visitor use, to better understand the reasons for their practices, and to obtain their views 
on opportunities and constraints regarding future practices. A total of 38 interviews were conducted. These data were also 
categorised and entered into Excel spreadsheets.
To describe what agencies were evaluating, a set of visitor-specific ‘evaluation subjects’ were developed. These were based on 
adaptation and extension of the ‘common reporting framework’ under development by Fiona Leverington and Marc Hockings 
as an extension of the IUCN-WCPA Management Effectiveness Evaluation Framework (Hockings et al. 2006, Leverington 
pers. com.). This framework follows the management cycle approach, including the evaluation elements of context, planning, 
inputs, process, outputs and outcomes (Hockings et al. 2000). The current practices identified were evaluated using the good 
practice principles in CNPPAM (2002).
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Selected key findings
Most Australian protected area agencies are currently in the process of developing more systematic and comprehensive 
approaches to monitoring and evaluation, in response to perceptions that this will enhance their management effectiveness and/
or because of increased accountability requirements. Included as part of this are efforts to improve systems for visitor-related 
monitoring and evaluation, aspects of which were considered by many of the interviewees to be particularly lacking. The 
trend appears to be towards specifying key desired outcomes derived from agency objectives, and specifying indicators to be 
monitored in order to evaluate whether each of these outcomes are being achieved. 
At the same time, efforts to improve monitoring practices are generally seen as greatly restrained by lack of resources. The 
need for these practices to be as cost effective as possible was emphasised by interviewees. Existing monitoring data and 
evaluations are seen as useful, but most interviewees thought there were substantial opportunities for them to be designed 
and used more effectively. There are differing practices and views among agencies about the most appropriate mechanisms 
for facilitating visitor-related monitoring. For example, some interviewees thought that plans of management were a suitable 
mechanism for detailing visitor monitoring requirements, while others suggested that more flexible mechanisms (such as an 
adaptable statewide visitor monitoring system) were preferable. 
In general, while the practices and guidelines advocated by CNPPAM (2002) are adopted only in part by most agencies, most 
interviewees indicated that their agencies are moving in this direction. The majority of State of the Parks reports (or equivalent) 
and ‘best practice’ management plans include monitoring or evaluation of visitor use issues, whereas this is true for only about 
half of Annual Reports (Table 1). In State of the Parks reports, evaluation is generally approached through the use of indicators, 
whereas in Annual Reports and management plans evaluation subjects are often referred to in more generic terms (e.g. 
“Monitor the impacts of horse riding”). The story is slightly different again for targets – indicators are used in Annual Reports 
and management plans, but not in State of the Parks reports. Although plans of management contain requirements for visitor 
monitoring, in practice a significant proportion are not carried out, due to field staff affording them low priority in the face of 
lack of resources.
Table 1. Use of visitor-related monitoring and evaluation in key agency documents
 
Document type
Monitoring or evaluation 
of visitor use included
Visitor indicators 
included
Visitor targets 
included
N
‘Best practice’ park plans 
of management 
94% 50% 44% 18 plans
Annual reports 54% 45% 36% 11 
agencies
State of the Parks reports 
or equivalent
83% 83% 0% 6 agencies
While there is some commonality across agencies in approaches to monitoring and evaluation of visitor use, there is great 
variation in most aspects (e.g. what evaluation subjects are addressed, what indicators are used, monitoring protocols used, 
types of documents used for evaluation and reporting, information included in reports common to all agencies such as Annual 
Reports). Overall, more than 300 different visitor-related indicators were identified, with different agencies often evaluating 
the same subjects (e.g. adequacy of interpretation programs) but using different indicators and monitoring protocols. Even 
within agencies, the same evaluation subject is sometimes assessed separately and differently by different parts of the agency. 
Generally, the levels of coordination of visitor-related monitoring, evaluation and reporting are low, although there are moves 
to address this.
The most commonly used evaluation elements (using the IUCN 2000 framework) across all evaluation documents are 
processes and outcomes (approximately 60%), followed by outputs (approx. 23%), and less for inputs, context and planning 
stages respectively. The most common evaluation subjects (these nest within these six aforementioned evaluation elements) are 
given in Table 2, accompanied by examples of the types of indicators. In interviews, the outcome-related subjects were most 
commonly mentioned as important.
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Table 2. Most common visitor-related evaluation subjects  
(ie. by at least 70% of agencies, for at least one of their evaluation mechanisms)
Evaluation element Visitor evaluation subject Example indicator
Context Identification of presentation/ 
visitor/ tourism values 
(descriptive) 
Planning Appropriateness of design of visitor 
facilities/ services etc.
Whether or not planning for 
sustainable visitor access is 
conducted 
Process Adequacy or appropriateness of 
interpretation
Number of visitors participating in 
interpretive programs 
Adequacy of visitor impact 
management
Adequacy of visitor management 
program 
Output Visitor use Annual number of visitors 
Visitor characteristics Education level of visitors 
Outcomes 
(Achievement of 
objectives relating to…)
visitor satisfaction Percentage of visitors rating their 
visit as satisfactory 
visitor safety Number of visitor rescues 
visitor cognitive outcomes Level of visitor awareness of world 
heritage 
impact of visitors on conservation 
values
Rate of deterioration at track 
monitoring points 
Recommendations 
· Most Australian protected area agencies are working to improve their practices for monitoring, evaluating and reporting on 
visitor-related issues. These efforts require ongoing support and encouragement.
· It is unrealistic to expect substantial expansion of visitor-related monitoring without increased resources. However, through 
improved coordination and systematic planning, more effective collection and use of monitoring data can occur. Ensuring that 
monitoring results are used effectively in adaptive management and for multiple reporting purposes are important.
· There is a need to further develop and promote suitable visitor-related monitoring indicators and protocols. Recommendations 
by researchers are often considered impracticable in the face of agency resource and skill constraints.
· While some agency-specific needs apply, many of the visitor-related monitoring, evaluation and reporting needs of different 
agencies appear similar. This creates an opportunity for agencies to learn from each other and apply (or adapt) the most 
effective systems. Nationally consistent indicators, data collection protocols and reporting formats may be worthwhile in cases 
where aggregation or comparisons are useful. The information that will be provided by this project (and related Sustainable 
Tourism Cooperative Research Centre projects nearing completion) can help with this goal..
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